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ARISTOTLE TO Zoos. A PHILOSOPHICAL DICTIONARY OF BIOLOGY. By P.B. Medawar
and J.S. Medawar. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1983. 305 pp.
$18.50.
The Medawars explain that their "philosophical dictionary of biology" is in spirit
the biological companion to Voltaire's Philosophical Dictionary. At times the wit,
insight, and humanism in these brief essays meet the challenge. At other times,
however, the dictionary format constrains the authors to writing long definitions.
The Medawars preface this book by suggesting that it is intended for browsing.
The selective browser taking this advice will be richly rewarded by some excellent
"definitions." He will learn that "senescence is essentially an artifact of domestica-
tion" and will be privy to a unique conversation between a parrot and a child who
was "elated at the thought that she was now on speaking terms with a parrot."
The narrow-minded and vain will find nothing laudable in this dictionary. The
Medawars mix their science with a humanist perspective which is both insightful and
sharp. For the racist: "Congenital abnormalities generally offer no comfort to
racists because some are more frequent, others less so, in black than in comparable
white populations." For the egotistical Homo sapiens: "It cannot be said that the
study of the sociology of apes has thrown a flood of light on the social structures of
man. Rather, it is the other way around; the social state of man provides valuable
clues about what to look for among the apes." Even the hypocrisies of the animal
breeder and proud show-dog owner are exposed: "Many of the people that condone
or even applaud these malpractices [breeding show dogs] arrogate to themselves the
title of dog lover and are among the loudest in denouncing the use of animals in
medical research."
The Medawars consider biological topics, yet their writing never lets the reader
forget that the authors are humanists first, scientists second. Their skillful blend of
biology and humanism gives their collection of definitions its strength and charm.
The unselective browser, unfortunately, will find many definitions which clutter the
dictionary. One is hard pressed to say something humanistic or witty or insightful
about a centrifuge.
The idea of a "philosophical dictionary of biology" covering Aristotle to Zoos is
intriguing. Although the Medawars have produced a good book, one feels that their
talents, seen in many of their "definitions," would have been better expressed in a
collection of longer essays, or perhaps in a shorter, incomplete dictionary.
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THE NATURAL HISTORY OF ALCOHOLISM: CAUSES, PATTERNS, AND PATHS TO
RECOVERY. By George E. Vaillant. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press,
1983. 359 pp. $25.00.
George Vaillant is highly regarded in the psychiatric community for conducting
well-designed long-term prospective studies which stimulate constructive contro-
versy while addressing important clinical issues. In The Natural History of
Alcoholism, Vaillant reports on 660 men followed from 1940-1980, including 204
Harvard sophomores and 456 men drawn from an urban setting who originally
served as a control population for the Gleucks' study ofadolescent development. Healso reports an eight-year study of 110 subjects in treatment for alcoholism at the
Cambridge City Hospital. In a balanced presentation, the book offers a fascinating
study virtually unique in the literature of alcoholism research for its scope and
methodological rigor.
Vaillant found that social factors clearly influenced the incidence and manifesta-
tions of alcohol abuse. The inner-city sample in this study had a higher rate of
alcohol abuse and were more likely to have problems with arrest, blackouts, and
employment than the Harvard alumni. Supported by evidence that ethnic
background and setting played a role in regulating drinking habits, he implicates
social influences in the etiology and treatment of alcohol abuse. Yet, citing the Brit-
ish researcher, Griffith Edwards, Vaillant notes that social regulation of alcohol
consumption breaks down as cultural patterns change and when individuals are
unresponsive to cultural sanctions. As has been noted by others, ritualized or
ceremonial drug administration in distinction to social or casual settings may be
necessary to achieve the degree of social pressure to maintain controlled use of ad-
dicting drugs.
Vaillant criticizes much of the retrospective literature which explained the
development of alcoholism as a response to psychological trauma. His prospective
study suggests that chronic intoxication is the cause, rather than the product, of
psychological disturbance in alcoholics. In addition, for many subjects in the study,
alcoholism was a disease with a ten-year course unaltered by psychotherapy. Only
two of the 26 subjects in the Harvard sample appeared to achieve abstinence attrib-
utable to that therapy. On the other hand, Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) proved to
be one of the few generally valuable therapeutic interventions. One wonders if other
therapeutic settings might demonstrate therapeutic value equal to AA if alcoholics
had equal access to them, relapse after relapse. In addition, psychotherapy may yet
play a larger role as techniques are refined and patients and mode of psychotherapy
are better matched.
Vaillant provides much food for thought in integrating biological, psychological,
and social perspectives on the etiology and treatment of alcohol dependence. Yet,
unlike his treatment of psychological and social theory, he often refrains from in-
tegrating biological data into treatment models. For example, he neglects considera-
tion of drugs which manipulate central catecholamine systems, such as have been
tried elsewhere with encouraging results (1], despite noting an association between
hyperactivity and alcoholism, an effect of ethanol on central catecholaminergic
systems, and symptoms of sympathetic arousal and anxiety in ethanol withdrawal
and craving. Still, his discussion of the flaws of disulferam is engaging and calls to
mind the opiate literature which suggests that opiate antagonists decrease craving
for opiates by decreasing their perceived availability rather than extinguishing drug-
taking behavior [2].
In this volume, Vaillant clearly makes an important contribution to the field of
alcoholism research. The book is well written and contains useful case illustrations.
The Natural History ofAlcoholism will prove to be useful and provocative reading
for researchers, clinicians, and people interested in public policy issues in
alcoholism.
1. Walinder J, et al: Drug Aic Dep 8:345-348, 1981
2. Meyer RE, et al: Arch Gen Psychiat 33:371-377, 1976
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